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ONCE AGAIN, “MATTHEW AND MIDRASH”:
A REJOINDER TO ROBERT H. GUNDRY

Douglas J. Moo

The “genuine dialogue” that Robert Gundry perceives to exist between him
and me will, I hope, be maintained in this rejoinder. “Dialogue” implies a willing-
ness to learn and a charitable attitude toward those with whom we may disagree.
Surely these qualities should characterize any discussion held within the confines
of a Christian academic theological society. To charity must, of course, be added
a passion for the truth as the individual sees it. I sense that Gundry and I both
share that as well. Who of us possesses the clearer vision must be left for others to
decide. In this rejoinder I would like to expand on some of my arguments in light
of Gundry’s criticisms. In doing so I will not always repeat the previous discus-
sion. The reader is therefore encouraged to read the two foregoing papers careful-
ly before this one. Since Gundry’s ‘“‘Response’ follows the order of arguments in
my originial critique, I will use that same order to structure this rejoinder.

Gundry'’s response to my criticisms of his source theory are instructive. Essen-
tially, he replies, the commentary is to speak for itself. Markan priority is justi-
fied by the “adequacy and economy” with which it accounts for the data; the use
by Matthew and Luke of an “‘expanded” Q can be assumed once Matthew’s
creativity elsewhere is seen; Matthew used few other traditions because passages
peculiar to his gospel exhibit a large number of Mattheanisms. Further, we are
told that no one can accuse Gundry of “assuming” Markan priority because he
started with the opposite assumption.

Now as much as it may be helpful to know something of Gundry’s thought
processes, such information does not take us very far in assessing the logical val-
idity of his case for this particular source reconstruction. The reader must look at
what Gundry has written—and when he does, he will look in vain for an even-
handed attempt to justify this source theory. In pericope after pericope Gundry
explains Matthew’s text according to his changes of Mark and Q. Alternative ex-
planations are rarely considered. We are left, then, with Gundry’s claim that this
particular approach makes the most sense of the phenomena. But surely we are
entitled to ask “Why?"’ What is it about this theory that makes it preferable to
others? How can we know that this approach best explains the data if no others
are mentioned? We seem to be left with Gundry’s word for it.

We touch here on one of the major distinctives—and drawbacks—of the com-
mentary: the lack of interaction with other views. This kind of approach no doubt
has its positive side: All of us grow weary of sifting through masses of biblio-
graphy, assorted views, arguments and counter-arguments—wondering at the
end of it just what the author said, anyway. Yet for all its drawbacks such a meth-
od at least assures us that the author has sought to deal fairly with views contrary
to his own and furnishes us with reasons for accepting his view rather than anoth-
er's, Gundry's commentary reminds me of the warning issued by James D. G.
Dunn: ‘“He who defines too closely what he is looking for at the start of a NT
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study in most cases will find it soon enough, but usually in his wake will be left
elements which were ignored because they were not quite what he was looking for
and material and meaning will often have been squeezed out of shape in order to
. fit the categories prescribed at the outset.”! I am sure that Gundry would reply
~ that he came to his work with an open mind and that the phenomena convinced
him that his theory was the only tenable one. Yet by failing to indicate how in
- specific passages his approach explains the text better than any other, he leaves
" himself open to this criticism.

As an illustration of Gundry’s method at this point, let us look at the way he
handles the interpretation of the parable of the sower (Matt 13:18-23). He as-
sumes throughout that Matthew had Mark’s text before him as he wrote:
“Matthew drops . ..,” “Matthew omits . ..,” “Matthew inserts . ..,” “Mat-
thew revises . . . ,” “Matthew conforms . . .,” etc., etc. Yet not a single argument

~ for the priority of Mark in this passage is advanced. And this despite the fact that
David Wenham has made a strong case for the view that all three synoptics are
using pre-canonical tradition in this pericope and that, if anything, Mark uses
Matthew.2 Now one might think that I am making a mountain out of a molehill
by saying so much about Gundry’s source-critical assumptions. But, in fact, for
Gundry the supposition about sources is a mountain. Thus in the passage before
us Matthew’s changes of the Markan text bear the weight of the interpretation.
Gundry is particularly struck by the fact that Matthew twice ‘“adds” to the Mar-
kan original the theme of understanding (vv 19, 23). He thus concludes that
(with respect to v 22) “his [Matthew’s] interest lies in the distinction between un-
derstanding and not understanding (see vv 19, 23), not in the four distinctions
original to the interpretation” (p. 260). Yet the word syniémi (‘“understand”)
stems from the Markan tradition and eventually, of course, from Isa 6:9 (Mark
4:12=Matt 13:13=Luke 8:10b, all alluding to Isaiah). To be sure, only Matthew
quotes Isa 6:9-10, with its two references to syniémi (which Gundry then counts
as Matthean ““insertions” in parallel material, even though there is no parallel in
Mark and Luke and the language is not his but Isaiah’s), but did Matthew quote
verses because of the presence of syniémi or (more likely to my mind) because he
wanted to make more clear the OT background? But to return to the original
point: If in fact Mark was not Matthew’s source, if Matthew is transmitting
rather accurately the pre-canonical tradition before him (as Wenham thinks),
then we have no reason for thinking that “understanding” is a peculiarly Mat-
thean theme here,? and the suggestion that this is a Matthean theological redac-

1J. D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making: A New Testament Inquiry into the Origins of the Doctrine of
the Incarnation (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1980) 9. .

2D, Wenham, “The Interpretation of the Parable of the Sower," NTS 20 (1974) 299-319; cf. also “The
Synoptic Problem Revisited: Some New Suggestions about the Composition of Mark 4:1-34,” TB 23
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*Wenham, “Interpretation’ 309. Interestingly, Wenham himself points out the implications of his theory
for the redactional study of Matthew and shows how those who find a motif of understanding in Matthew
rest their case to some extent on these verses. If Wenham is right, it is questionable whether the refer-
ences to the disciples’ understanding in these verses really represent his own peculiar view (pp. 308-309
n. 5). I am inclined to think that the understanding of the disciples is something of a redactional theme
in Matthew. But Wenham's argument demonstrates the need for caution in accepting so quickly the
sorts of arguments one finds in Gundry's work.






